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Abstract 
 
 
 
This article highlights the relationship between social change and educational and 
vocational guidance provision, and emphasises the theoretical and practical imperative to 
renew and refocus educational and vocational (career) guidance services. After describing the 
major influences on a changing educational and vocational guidance nature and provision, it 
describes a number of specific developments in Australia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Educational & Vocational Guidance in Australia 3
Two major influences are impacting on the nature of educational and vocational 
services in Australia, and indeed worldwide. First, well documented changes in the world of 
work have changed our notions of career and increased the importance of, and changed the 
nature of, educational and vocational guidance services. Second, changing theoretical 
paradigms have challenged the traditional nature of practice. This article will examine the 
changing context for educational and vocational guidance services, noting the increasing 
recognition of their importance. It explores the theoretically driven challenges to the way 
careers work is conducted. Finally, it emphasises the importance of reconceptualising career 
guidance as lifelong learning if individuals are to construct satisfying life careers for 
themselves within changing environments. Before exploring these issues, it is necessary to 
clarify terms to be used in this article. 
 
Clarifying terms 
 
Educational and vocational guidance, or career guidance as it is referred to in many 
countries, refers to a broad range of activities which are designed to assist individuals make 
and implement informed choices related to their career development. These activities include 
career education programs, career information and career counselling.  The changing nature 
of the world of work and of career has led to a changed focus in the practice of guidance 
which traditionally emphasised the expert guiding, or “matching” individuals to jobs. More 
recently, the activities incorporated within the practice of career guidance aim to enhance an 
individual’s own decision-making based on their own understanding of their abilities, skills, 
interests and values, and of the options open to them. With the ongoing and repeated nature of 
decision-making which will increasingly be part of individuals’ working lives, this focus on 
learning outcomes from guidance aims to equip the individual with the necessary skills to deal 
with other decisions in the future. Similar constructions of career guidance are adopted in 
other countries (e.g., DfEE, 1995) although in some countries, the focus may be more 
narrowly targeted into educational or vocational guidance (Watts, Guichard, Plant, & 
Rodriguez, 1993). 
  In Australia, the Career Education Taskforce of the Ministerial Council for Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 1998) defines career education as 
being concerned with the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes through a planned 
program of learning experiences in education and training settings which will assist students 
to make informed decisions about their study and/or work options and enable effective 
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participation in working life. Career counselling is a more intensive activity and is most often 
conducted in a one-to-one or small group setting. It is concerned with assisting individuals to 
identify, own and manage their career concerns. 
Career information is a very inclusive concept and consists of job and occupational 
descriptions, information about employment trends and consequent opportunities or declines 
in opportunity, details about courses and qualifications, and information about costs, 
remuneration and financial assistance associated with educational and vocational options. 
 
Current status of guidance services in Australia and calls for a reinvigoration 
 
 It is important to initially set a context for guidance services in Australia, a country 
which has a small population and experiences considerable isolation from the major sites of 
development of career theory and career guidance practice, for example the US and Europe. 
Guidance services have traditionally been located in schools, predominantly as an ad-hoc 
activity with large numbers of students for each counsellor.  While practitioner numbers are 
growing, a professional association for career counsellors  
(Australian Association of Career Counsellors) is only a decade old. While Australia has 
traditionally adopted theory and practice from other Western countries, critique of this 
approach is increasing (e.g., Patton & McMahon, 1999) as it is in other countries (e.g., South 
Africa,  Stead & Watson, 1998).  The relevance of theoretical constructs to the Australian 
context is also under review (Patton & Creed, in press; Patton, Watson, & Creed, submitted). 
While the beginnings of traditional vocational guidance in Australia have been 
identified as early as the 1920s (Morgan & Hart, 1977), the acknowledgment of the need for a 
broader and more consolidated program basis to career services in schools was not evident 
until the first national career education conference in 1977 (Hart & Morgan, 1977). As 
discussed, the development of career education in Australia was a reflection of theoretical and 
practical developments occurring in the UK and US during the fifties, sixties and seventies. In 
1977, Morgan and Hart commented on the “ad-hoc experimentation”  (p. 6) in relation to 
career education in the sixties and seventies; reviews of career education practices across the 
states in 1996 revealed that little had changed (Shears, 1996). Despite considerable increased 
interest and policy attention at the national and state level during the early 1990s (Australian 
Educational Council Review Committee [Finn], 1991; Australian Education Council, 1992; 
Davis & Braithwaite, 1990; National Board of Employment, Education and Training, 1991), 
and more recently (e.g., CEAV/Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 1997; Education Queensland, 
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1999),  “In real terms … career education has received scant attention in the major curriculum 
reforms across Australia” (McCowan & McKenzie, 1997, p. vii).  
 
 Even more recently, a number of policy initiatives have reinvigorated discussion on 
career education. Within an educational and vocational environment that includes multiple 
pathways to and between multiple occupational options, the Adelaide Declaration on National 
Goals for Schooling in the 21st Century (MCEETYA, 1999) emphasises the importance of 
schools ensuring that students “have employment related skills and an understanding of the 
work environment, career options and pathways as a foundation for, and positive attitudes 
towards, vocational education and training, further education, employment and lifelong 
learning;”  (Goal 1.5). In addition, the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment and 
Training Affairs (MCEETYA, 2000) agreed that career information and guidance are key 
elements underpinning successful transition for all school students to further education, 
training and employment. However, the many government policies and reports have not 
translated into a consistent national practice in 
education, training and employment services. Unlike other countries, there is no formalised 
government or statutory authority or system that exists to oversee the provision of career 
guidance and counselling services to the population (McCowan & Hyndman, 1998). 
 
Career guidance and the changing world of work 
 
Education provision during the industrial era was to a large extent a preparatory 
ground for the work force. Within this context, education preceded and prepared for 
employment, and traditional educational and vocational guidance was concentrated at the 
point where individuals moved between education and employment (Watts, 1996). 
 
In the year 2001, we are in a postindustrial or postmodern era, where traditional 
notions of work and career are no longer relevant. It is no longer startling to refer to the 
dramatic changes in the world of work and the implications for workers that this era has 
brought. These have been extensively documented in a range of sources (Feller & Walz, 
1996; Hall, 1996; Herr, 1997; Patton & McMahon, 1999; Watts, 1996). The diversity in 
occupational structures at the beginning of the industrial era is being replaced by a globalised 
work force which is characterised by considerable flux and turbulence. Most writers 
commenting on the changing world of work draw attention to issues such as:  
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• globalisation of the work force; 
• a growing global labour surplus; 
• organisational transformations in the work force; 
• the rising importance of the knowledge worker; 
• a growing awareness of linkages between world of work experiences and physical and 
mental health, family responsibilities and life options;  
• changes in legislation and practice in relation to working women; and 
• changes in the pathways between school and work. 
 
These changes in the traditional features of the employment system are prompting a 
re-examination of the meaning of career for the individual. Full employment is a thing of the 
past, one job for life is an outcome available to only a few, and job mobility and career 
change are increasingly common. The notion of an individual with one job is also changing; 
increasingly individuals will construct a career portfolio, or a series of jobs which encompass 
the working week (Hall, 1996). Herr (1992) emphasises that careers need to be construed as 
the creations of individuals; the word career can no longer be regarded as synonymous with 
job or occupation. Individuals need to “regard themselves as being self-employed” (Collin & 
Watts, 1996, p. 391), as they are expected to “manage their own career” (Savickas, 1997, p. 
256). 
  
Implications of these changes mean that individuals need to engage in life long career 
decision-making; no longer is the choice made at the end of school or end of a post-school 
course sufficient. Writers (e.g., Ellyard, 1993; Handy, 1985, 1991) continue to remind us that 
most people will need to adjust to several career changes throughout their lifetime, work for a 
number of organisations, and experience times of unemployment and underemployment.  
 
Theoretical and practical change influences 
 
Within the changing educational and work environment and amidst changing 
definitions of career, the practice of educational and vocational guidance needs to change. 
This demand for change is based on both theoretical and practical considerations. 
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The trait and factor approach to vocational guidance evolved at a time when career 
choice was a once in a lifetime activity. Challenges to this approach have come from the 
debates about the fusion of career and personal counselling (Hackett, 1993; Krumboltz, 1993; 
Subich, 1993) which have criticised the logical positivist thinking on which it was based. 
Within the trait-factor framework, little emphasis is placed on the meaning an individual may 
ascribe to particular personal characteristics and to subjective elements associated with career 
concerns. However changing notions of career demand a  
rethink about the relationship between the individual and career and a focus on its holistic 
nature. Choosing a career is not an objective process and does not occur in a vacuum; it is 
intricately linked to the contexts, family, social, national and global, in which individuals 
operate and in which the process of guidance operates. Indeed, many writers stress the need 
for a broader ‘content’ of guidance, to include financial guidance, relationship counselling 
and stress counselling (Collin & Watts, 1996).  These authors also emphasise the need for 
career guidance services to be cast within a learning framework.  
1. the role of career education in initial education needs to be strengthened 
and re-cast as the foundations for lifelong career development; 
2.  in career guidance methodology, more attention needs to be paid to the 
     constructivist approaches, helping individuals to develop their  
     subjective career narratives; and 
2. to provide a formal frame for career narratives but also to maintain the  
dialectic between subjective and objective careers, career guidance  
services need to support individuals in regular recording of achievement 
and action planning (pp. 394-395). 
 
 The work of Collin and Watts (1996) calls attention to the need to incorporate 
constructivist approaches; the influence of constructivism has been acknowledged as the third 
major theoretical development in cognitive science (Mahoney & Patterson, 1992). 
Constructivism emphasises the proactive nature of human knowing, acknowledging that 
individuals participate in the construction of their own reality. More emphasis is placed on 
subjective processes of the individual rather than objectivity.  
 
In Australia, McMahon and Patton (2000) have highlighted the influence of the 
concepts of constructivism on career counselling. Areas of major change occur in relation to 
the nature of teaching and learning, the nature and purpose of career counselling, and the 
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nature of the counselling process. In general, the individual maintains a more active role in 
both the teaching and counselling process, which is characterised by an active 
learner/participator being facilitated by a teacher/counsellor, or career development facilitator. 
The focus of these processes is enabling individuals to act for themselves in creating meaning 
from and for their lives. The counselling/learning interaction encourages individuals to tell 
construct their career story or narrative whereby the themes and patterns of their lives can be 
explored, connections made, and new meaning constructed. Thus the individual and the career 
development facilitator become co-constructors of a new reality (Patton & McMahon, 1999). 
More recently McMahon & Patton (in press) have focused on the influence of constructivism 
in career assessment, an influence which necessitates a shift from a sole use of traditional 
assessment approaches which focus on objective measures to greater use of qualitative 
assessment approaches. These include autobiographies, early recollections, genograms, 
structured interviews, card sorts, and pattern identification exercises. 
 
The influence of constructivism reflects a more general attempt to forge closer links 
between theory and practice (Savickas & Walsh, 1996). Within Australia, this move is in 
evidence in a number of ways. In particular, activities in schools are attempting to address the 
atheoretical nature of many career interventions (Hansen, 1999). Drawing on tenets of Super’s 
(1990) developmental theory and developmental-contextualism (Vondracek, Lerner & 
Schulenberg, 1986), McMahon and Carroll (1999a,b) developed a career education program 
within a K-12 framework within one school, emphasising the characteristics relevant to the 
context of that school. Gibson (2000) emphasised constructivist approaches in developing 
specific activities using narrative strategies for career education activities in secondary 
schools. In a similar vein, Prideaux (submitted) developed a career education intervention 
which was directly derived from Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 
1994). Other interventions based on this theory (e.g., Chartrand & Rose, 1996) have 
concluded that it “holds promise because it addresses contextual factors and the interactive 
influences of personal attributes, behavior and the environment” (Chartrand & Rose, p. 350).  
 
Finally, changes in the world of work have placed an emphasis on the need for 
educational and vocational guidance to be accessible for a larger number and more diverse 
range of individuals throughout their working lives. Recognition of this in Australia has led to 
a number of initiatives. Santic (2000) outlines the development and implementation of a 
career development program for a large public sector organisation to assist employees of all 
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levels. Donohue and Patton (1998) focus on the educational and vocational guidance needs of 
long term unemployed individuals and describe the development and evaluation of a career 
guidance program. Similar to both of these programs, Furness (1999) describes a career 
program which is partly funded by a building workers’ union. In acknowledging the lifelong 
nature of career, Ozanne (submitted) emphasises the relevance of facilitating the career 
development needs of pre-retirees and presents examples of career development content 
within pre-retirement programs. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This article has drawn attention to key issues that will impact on the future of 
educational and vocational guidance in Australia, and has outlined a number of examples of 
current work being undertaken in this country. Despite the small population and the relatively 
small number of theorists, researchers and practitioners, a burgeoning interest continues in 
growing the field of educational and vocational guidance in this country. The issues identified 
in this article will continue to challenge practitioners to develop practice based on the new 
understanding of career and the changing context of career development; the responsibility of 
individuals to chart their own path of career development; and the relationship between career 
development and learning. This view of career development and the centrality of the 
individual in the process brings with it significant challenges to the way in which traditional 
career development practices need to be conceptualised and conducted.  
 
 Finally, practitioners will need to continue to engage in their own professional 
development, be actively engaged in supervision (McMahon & Patton, 2001), and foster their 
own practical relationship with theory. Indeed, Collin (1996) argues that practitioners need 
become researchers and theorists themselves in order to create a theory-practice relationship 
appropriate to their own practice, and in a timely manner. Patton and McMahon (1999) also 
refer to the need for practitioners to become their own theoreticians, and emphasise the 
applicability of the Systems Theory Framework in this process.  
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